The First Reported Death Associated With Anaesthesia in Australia
M. G. COOPER* Key Words: HISTORY: medicine, anaesthesia, death Deaths associated with the use of ether were reported even prior to the recognition of the anaesthetic potency of diethyl ether. 1, 2 The Sydney Morning Herald of Tuesday, April 11 , 1848, tells of an inquest regarding a death which occurred within hours of an ether anaesthetic. 3 The following excerpts are taken from this report.
INQUEST -An inquest was held yesterday, by Mr. Brennan, at Mr. Ryder's, the Black Boy publichouse, corner of George and King Streets, touching the death of Ann Ryder, then lying dead in the said house.
Mrs. Ryder, 46 years of age, had been returning from Parramatta to Sydney with her husband in an open gig. On the way they received news that their public house had been robbed. The carriage overturned near the Sydney Toll-gate, and Ann Ryder sustained a compound fracture ofthe left leg. She was taken to Sydney and a Surgeon Harpur called for. The inquest reports:
Mr. Surgeon Harpur was the next witness examined, and stated he was called on to see the deceased about eight o'clock on Sunday evening, when he found on the injured limb of the deceased, who was then quite sensible, such extensive fracture that he immediately called in Mr. Nathan, with whom, after holding a consultation as to the expediency of removing the limb, both concurred in the opinion that aputation ought to take place without loss of time. Mr. Nathan then suggested the use of ether, and the deceased expressed her willingness and readiness to inhale it. In about three minutes after its application the deceased became insensible, when Mr. Nathan, assisted by witness (Mr. H) performed the operation, throughout which and until its termination she remained unconscious, but then became sensible, and shortly afterwards went off in fainting fit. There was not more haemorrhage in the case than usual, and finding in an hour afterwards that none succeeded, the limb was dressed and tied up. After this the deceased went off in a syncope, in which she continued up to the period of death. Brandy and water was administered to her, but it merely temporarily revived her;from a gurgling in her throat it is doubtful whether she swallowed all given her.
Dr. Charles Nathan was a prominent Sydney surgeon of the day.
Mr. Nathan then gave evidence as to his being called in by the previous witness, whose testimony he confirmed. The ether administered to her was just sufficient for the purpose of the operation. When Mr. N first saw the deceased she was in a very desponding state; complaining of the loss of her money, and in his opinion, the shock received on the system generally produced syncope and death. The accident, the mental emotion, and the consequent shock of the nervous system produced by amputation, all combined, tended to cause death.
Nathan's opinion was subsequently ratified. The Jury returned a finding of death from injuries accidentally received, and shock of the nervous system consequently thereon. DISCUSSION The modern anaesthetist, on reading this account, would have little doubt that the administration of ether anaesthesia contributed significantly to Ann Ryder's demise. A history of significant trauma, the potential of other injuries, the lack of knowledge of resuscitation, and the administration of anaesthesia by the operator, would all adversely affect the outcome.
What was deemed 'acceptable' haemorrhage following an amputation in 1848 must have caused significant hypovolaemia for Ann Ryder to go 'off in a syncope' after only a brief return to consciousness postoperatively. This could only have been exacerbated by 'brandy ... gurgling in her throat', a common but often unsuccessful attempt at resuscitation in unconscious patients at that time.
Certainly under current coronial law in New South Wales, this event would satisfy the criteria for an anaesthetic related death.
Surgeon We are fortunate that Fowles' 'Sydney in 1848' had recorded both the Black Boy public-house and the house where Surgeon Harpur practised 4 (Figures 1 and 2) . The contribution of Charles Nathan, F.R.CS., to early Australian anaesthesia was considerable and is acknowledged elsewhere. 5 This case occurred at an interesting phase in the history of early Australian anaesthesia. The first ether administrations had occurred in the colony less than twelve months previously, but the description of the use of chloroform in painless surgery and its advantages over ether had appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald just ten days prior to Ann Ryder's inquest. 6 This new drug was embraced widely and wholeheartedly, and ether subsequently slipped out of favour until the 1870s, when the perils of chloroform anaesthesia became manifest and the relative safety of ether appreciated.
The first anaesthetics in Australia were administered in Mayor June 1847, and this case report illustrates the first death associated with anaesthesia in April 1848.
